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Over a decade ago, the Montagu and Ashton Community Service began 
its pioneering work in rural community development. Today the 
organisation - known by its Afrikaans acronym MAG - offers a wealth 
of experience and insights from which others can draw. Dirkie Marais, a 
founder member and director of MAG, outlines the opportunities and 
pitfalls of community development work. 

T here are six basic principles of 
community development work that 

have particular relevance for an organisation 
such as the Black Sash: 

The Rural 
Women's Libera
tion Movement 
in India is an 
organisation of 
women 
agricultural 
labourers fight
ing for equality 
and land, and 
against male 
violence. 
Discussion 
groups, village 
women's 
committees and 
direct action 
help to raise 
women's 
consciousness 
and power. 

1 Everything we do must place the 
community in a better posit ion to 
do things themselves 

One of the biggest dangers in community 
development is paternalism. All whites and a 
lot of blacks suffer from the disease! Whites 
carry it in their blood. 

It i$ important only to do for the 
community what its members cannot do for 
themselves or cannot learn to do. This is 
difficult — especially for people who do not 
really know what it is to be poor. We mean so 
well! If you are not alert to this, people will 
use you to do what they could have done 
themselves, and you will do them no favour 
because you undermine their development 
and growth. If you can teach someone a new 
skill, you help him for the rest of his life. If 
somebody knocks on your door for bread, 
you can help him to a meal. If you can in some 
way help him to help himself to a job you have 
done better. 

We must work together with people to help 
them function independently. This too is 
difficult because our 'do-gooder' mentality 
likes to keep people dependent. 

2 Planning and evaluation are 
essential 

If you fail to plan, you plan to fail. It is 
essential that we think before we act. 
Knowing that something will not work is just 
as valuable as knowing that it will work. It is 
better to fail on paper than in practice. 

Planning must be cone in clear, 
measurable, attainable objectives. First 
identify the need, then involve the people and 
lastly draw up a plan of action — for example, 
by the end of June, we want to have I0 dis
cussion groups on the following subjects . . . . 

Always play with the community and not 
only theoretically. This includes the decision 
of what is going to be done, and how to 
involve the ordinary people — not only the 
top structure! Remember to ask yourself: 
what are they really asking of us? 

There must be constant evaluation of what 
is being done. In MAG every project goes 
through a monthly evaluation, where projects 
are evaluated according to our community 
development principles. 

If we learn through evaluation that we have 
made mistakes (consciously or unconscious
ly) we must be prepared to accept this and 
learn from them. Mistakes are not negative. 
Our failures must become part of our 
education. The sooner we stop feeling 
threatened about what we do wrong, the 
sooner we can put those things right, and the 
sooner we can have good community 
development! 
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likes to 
keep people 
dependent 

3 Begin where the community is 
and let them take the f i rst step. 
Move at the pace of the people 

Rome was not built in a day, and we should 
not try to change the world overnight. You 
know the joke of the man who was told that 
Rome was not built in a day. He replied, 'It is 
because I was not there.' That is often our 
attitude. 

Development is a slow process. We must be 
careful of ready-made solutions which do not 
allow people to make their own decisions, 
because we fear their failing. The point is, 
people must learn to say 'yes* or *no\ even if it 
is 'yes' when we think it should be 'no* and 'no' 
when we think it should be 'yes'. 

After the community developer has initially 
conscientised the community, the community 
must take the first step. The community 
developer must not drag the people; it must be 
the other way round. Later the touchstone of 
the value of our work lies in the following 
question: *If we stop doing it, will the 
community take it further?* In our situation 
we have found that the more we have asked 
this question, the more we have had to admit 
our uncertainty in this area. But to learn from 
failures, to be prepared to fail, is part of the 
critical educative process in which the 
organisation is involved. 

We must further realise that development 
often arouses conflict in people's minds, 
because in development you ask people to risk 
their security. This security might not be real 
for us, but for others it might be. This could 
throw some light on the problem of why 
oppressed people can act as vigilantes in 
places like Crossroads, Zolani, etc. Do we as 
outsiders have the right to influence people to 
risk their security? 

5 The community should identify 
its own needs and use its own 
skills 

The community should identify needs and 
arrange them in order of priority. Then start 
working out a plan. Often people start with 
the first thing they can think of. Too late they 
realise that it was number six on the priority 
list. 

Make people aware of their skills and 
utilise them. Where skills are lacking the 
community must as far as possible develop 
these skills themselves. If skills are brought in 
from outside, the community must have 
control over them. 

For many years community development 
concentrated on alleviating needs. Because of 
that we have not put enough emphasis on 
developing skills. The needs are so great that 
they very often use up all the resources (both 
human and material). Unless we develop 
skills in the community, so that the 
community can take the initiative in 
responding to the needs, the cycle of 
dependency cannot be broken. 

In our own situation we realised more and 
more that the emphasis must be on self-
reliance. The more dependent the people 
become on MAG the more we are forced to 
respond, when actually the people themselves 
should respond. This is a dangerous situation, 
as one becomes so involved in responding that 
little time is spent developing new strategies, 
learning skills and really analysing the work 
we do. 

4 Development is the development 
of people, which they alone can 
do 

Julius Nyercrc said, 'Development means the 
development of people. Roads, buildings, the 
increase of crop output, and other things of 
this nature are not development; they are only 
tools of development. Development brings 
freedom — provided it is development of 
people. But people cannot be developed, they 
can only develop themselves. There is only 
one way in which you can cause people to 
undertake their own development. That is by 
education and leadership.' 

In Ashbury, Montagu, a hall has been built 
over the past three years by the community. 
The hall is not the important thing; the 
porcess is ... and what has happened to the 
people of Ashbury. 

6 Holistic approach 
We want to reach the whole person in his or 
her complete environment. Since most 
problems are interrelated, and since they 
therefore require interrelated strategics, 
projects should address a number of different 
problem areas simultaneously. 

It bears asking whether an organisation 
such as the Black Sash can become involved 
in only one aspect of community develop
ment without being part of a wider develop
ment process. 

Our main task lies in community develop
ment and in that sense in political 
development, but we want to avoid 
community development with only a political 
agenda. We want to promote community 
development with good administration. We 
want management that continues to be 
critical about the work we do, and that can 
continue without us. D 


